Stress Impact on Applicants Trying to Gain Entrance to Public Universities  by Arce-Medina, E. & Flores-Allier, I.P.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  1938 – 1944 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of Cognitive – Counselling, Research & Conference 
Services C-crcs.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.148 
 
International Conference on Education and Educational Psychology (ICEEPSY 2012) 
Stress Impact on Applicants Trying to Gain Entrance to 
Public Universities 
Arce-Medina E.a*, Flores-Allier I. P.b 
a,bEscuela Superior de Ingeniería Química e Industrias Extractivas, Edif. 7, Unidad Profesional A.L.M., Col. Lindavista, México 
D.F.,07738, México  
 
Abstract 
The pressure youth applicants to public universities feel during the admission process is overwhelming. A course was 
designed that helps students to prepare explicitly for college entrance examinations and provide support with 
motivational speeches for combating test anxiety. Questionnaires were answered by the students about the test 
preparation activities and their perceived feeling of anxiety. Results are particularly informative in light of the stress 
that students experience during the admission process. The findings suggest that there is a difference in anxiety 
amount girls and boys that can affect test results. In general, seems to be that girls take school more seriously, are 
more persistent, and more worrisome than boys. Forty two percent of the students enrolled in this course were 
admitted to our institution, while the average acceptance rate is about thirty one percent, this increase can be 
attributed to the technical and emotional support they received during training for admission 
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1. Introduction 
There are very few decisions in a young adult’s life that will have as great an impact as choosing a 
university (Guay, 2005). But preparing for college admissions is a highly tense and stressful experience 
for many high school students (Schachter, 2007). Of particular interest is mathematics anxiety, which is a 
source of worry for many teenagers (Hoffman, 2010). The stress can be overwhelming for the teenager, 
affecting parent-teen relationships, friendships, and schoolwork (Schachter, 2007). In addition, emotional 
changes such as depression, anger and anxiety are unwanted side effects of these stressful years (Snaith, 
1994). Students experience test anxiety when they worry a lot about the possibility of negative evaluation, 
even if they prepare well for the exam (Zeidner, 1998). There seems to be a positive correlation between 
test anxiety and low academic performance (Vitasari, et al 2010). Anxiety among youth about their 
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entrance to university seemed to vary depending on details like gender, age, high school of precedence, 
and academic performance (Sarason, 1984). Girls are more likely than boys to report worrisome levels 
(Felder et al., 1995). Some students believe that if they are not accepted by their chosen university, then 
it’s the fault of either, the high school were they studied did not prepare them well, or because there is not 
enough positions for the number of applicants; rather than their own ability to pass the admission test. 
This aligns to Weiner’s attribution theory (Weiner, 2000; Chaudhary, 2011). Although it cannot be denied 
that part of the problem of student failure is because schools with poor courses would produce students 
with poor exam results. It has been suggested that student’s motivation, self-determination, and attitude 
are good predictors of better test scores (Shih and Gamon, 2001; Guay et al, 2008).  
 
2. The Mexican situation 
 
Because the enrolment to public university in Mexico has not increased in the last five years, the pressure 
youth applicants feel during the admission process is overwhelming. For most Mexicans a college 
education can be the key to the world of comfortable income and secure social position.  Academic 
success for young Mexicans is a sure ticket to a better life for both girls and boys from working-class 
homes. The difficult reality for students trying to gain entrance to their chosen public university in 
Mexico is that there are too many applicants, but universities reject as many as possible. There are tens of 
thousands of applicants with no real hope of acceptance. Certainly the opportunity to get into an 
undergraduate Mexican school is available to all, who are capable enough and so motivated, but there is 
not a place for everybody.  
The competition for admission is more intense than ever before. Reasons for the recent increase 
in college applications are: a) more students are graduating from high schools, b) students are applying to 
more schools, c) unemployment rates continues an increasing trend, and d) the number of students being 
admitted to the public universities has remained steady. Rising unemployment has impacted quite heavily 
on young people, most young Mexicans are afraid of increasing the ranks of the NiNi generation. The 
term NiNi, short for “neither works nor studies” has become shorthand for young Mexicans without jobs 
who have given up on their education. 
The pressure students feel to demonstrate their mastery of the test subjects in admission tests 
tense up anxiety for a long period of time. An added load to the student’s stress is hearing about bad 
experiences with low rates of success for admissions and the students’ talk of their anxiety while waiting 
for the admission test results, from their first-chosen university. Most students make incredible sacrifices 
to be in college, and they take advantage of any remedial course opportunity. 
  High schools (state run and private), that inflate the student’s grade creating a false sense of 
aptitude and competence, sending under-prepared students into admission exams. Trying to alleviate the 
problem a cohort of teachers at the Chemical Engineering School of the National Polytechnic Institute in 
Mexico, offer high school-level remedial courses. 
When college offers fewer slots, unprepared students are unlikely to get in. The answer to the 
question of, “what do we do with under-prepared students who want to continue their education?” is of 
course, help them. 
 
3. Test Anxiety 
 
Anxiety is one’s response to stress. Sarason (1984) defined test anxiety as “the tendency to view 
with alarm the consequences of inadequate performance in an evaluation situation.” Just thinking about 
the admission test increases stress among applicants, and this is the main reason why do some students 
succeed while others not. A small amount of anxiety may be beneficial to perform tasks more efficiently. 
However, performance begins to suffer if the anxiety becomes too great, it can trigger a panic attack. 
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Test taking anxiety can stem from many causes, manifest in a variety of signs and symptoms 
including: rapid heartbeat and breathing, upset stomach, muscle tension, nervousness, poor concentration, 
reduced ability to remember and being preoccupied with negative thoughts. The coping strategies for test 
anxiety involve correcting root causes of under preparedness and include the development of study 
routines and other good study habits, such as periodic review of learning materials, as well as practicing 
relaxation techniques for stress control (Snaith, 1994). 
 
3.1 Helping students to deal with stress 
 
Dealing with the problems for light anxiety includes a good rational preparation as well as 
emotional, that is, students need to learn how to relax as well as how to achieve a good preparation. A 
course was designed with both interventions. Four teachers participate in the remedial course with study 
subjects in mathematics, physics, and chemistry at the high-school-level. Several motivational speeches 
about stress management strategies aimed to boost self-esteem among students were included. Test 
preparation activities and materials provided aimed to improve student’s knowledge and skills in the area 
tested. 
The purpose of delivering motivational speeches to students is to instil confidence and 
heightened self-esteem, as well as improving the student’s way of coping with stress while encouraging 
positive feelings of students. It is well known that change doesn’t happen over night. It takes time for 
someone to change, but a good orientation session can initiate positive emotional changes in students, 
while increasing their self-confidence that may not only facilitate students learning but also to reduce 
their anxiety.  
Exercises during the speeches demonstrated how to relax by breathing in a deep breath, by 
holding the air while inhaling, pushing the shoulders back and then slowly exhale. Practicing visual 
imaging for self reaffirming, enhancing their expectations for success while stopping negative thoughts. 
The last speech addressed the issues of consequences of having low self-esteem, and assisting students in 
developing and maintaining a positive self-image that increases a sense of achievement and motivation. 
 Office hours were defined in order to offer counselling for students seeking advice and provide 
help only to students whose problems can be resolved with few talks. The authors are well aware that 
counselling should be used with caution, for that matter some students are send, for professional help. For 
example, those with behavioural disorder such as attention deficit disorder, since trying to help students 
with those problems must be provided by trained professionals in that area, something that the authors 
don’t have. 
 
4. The survey 
Main target of this study was to understand the worrisome about the exam admission amount youth, and 
the effect of motivational speeches in decreasing test anxiety. All students enrolled in the course were 
required to participate in a survey, for assessing a number of aspects associated with stress management 
and academic development. Data collection was done through a 12 item questionnaire survey. The data 
allows us to have some sense of what influence stress might have on tests. Students were asked to rate 
each item in terms of their consideration using a Likert-type scale. In addition to asking to rate each item, 
the questionnaire also included open-ended questions to encourage students to express their opinion 
thoroughly.  Questionnaires were distributed twice during the course to students, providing a number of 
questions about the perceived level of stress from past exams, the worrisome for failure, or the possibility 
to ending as NiNi. Most respondents don’t lost hope of being admitted to a university, even after failing 
twice. For many youth, becoming a NiNi is very worrisome when they think that the actual situation is 
getting harder and harder to gain admission to college. (Passing the admission test refers to receiving a 
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grade of 6 or better in a scale of 0 to 10. The test contains 140 questions mostly in chemistry, physics, 
biology and mathematics) 
5. Results 
 
The results were gathered through the administration of a questionnaire, once at the beginning of the 
course and again at the end of it. The participants consisted of 79 of youth enrolled in the course trying to 
gain entrance to college. Only 72 answered the questionnaire, seven have not attended class the day the 
questionnaire was applied. There were 37 females and 35 males ranging in age from 17 to 24 with an 
average age (± STD) of 19.13 ± 1.64 and 20.4 ± 3.18 respectively. Twelve questions were included in the 
questionnaire. The questionnaire included question like: “How much worries you to become a NiNi”, 
respondents were asked to reply based upon a 1 to 5 Likert-type scale, which best represents the degree to 
which they agree: 1-Never ( ), 2-little ( ), 3-accasionally ( ), 4-much (  ), and 5-always (  ). The graphs in 
Figures 1(a) and (b), presents the results of answers to that question, for girls and boys respectively. It 
seems that girls are more likely than boys to report worrisome levels, probably because girls are more 
prone than boys to suffer from low self esteem (Felder et al, 1995), particularly when the girls have 
repeated the admission test more than once.  
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Fig. 1. Worrisome level to become NiNi as a function of the number of times in presenting the admission test (a) for 
girls; (b) for boys. 
There were three questions related with a measure of stress, we combine the answers to those 
three questions, considering only two levels, very few feeling of stress or very much. Figure 3, shows the 
frequency for boys and girls feeling stress according to their age. It is observed that the girls feel much 
stressed than boys, particularly in younger ages. Some students mentioned that they block completely 
during the test, even though they studied very hard. 
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  Fig 3. Stress effect as a function of age and genre. 
Another question about the grade average obtained in high school revealed that girls scored 
slightly higher than boys, as can be observed in Figure 4. Girl’s average 8.12 ± .75 compared to 7.7 ± .69 
of the boys. Girls aged 17 to 18 were identified having the highest averages of all, males and females. 
Students older than 21, in spite of gender, reported the lowest average grades in high school and so they 
have to repeat the admission test several times. There is not enough data to try to find a correlation 
between poor preparation in high school and poor performance in the admission test, but as can be seen in 
Figure 4 these two factors must be highly correlated. But in spite of that, girls don’t feel less concerned 
about their preparation. 
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Fig. 4. Grade distribution as a function of age and genre 
1943 Arce-Medina E. and Flores-Allier I. P. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  1938 – 1944 
 
Only 25 students of the 59, that presented the admission test, were admitted to our institution, 14 
girls and 11 boys. Of those that presented the test four reported (via email) that experience high levels of 
test anxiety, while the rest experience low levels or no anxiety at all, during the test. There is not a 
conclusive results, in this study, that showed if test anxiety affect test performance. Future research on 
this topic must include a larger population of applicants to higher education. 
 The opinions expressed in the questionnaire’s open-ended questions were as varied as the 
number of students who participated. However, there was some degree of consensus concerning the 
question about reasons to explain the possible causes for their failure in previous exams. Some responses 
include arguments such as: “I just haven’t studied enough”, or “because there are not enough positions for 
the number of applicants”, or  “inadequate instruction in high school”, or “bad luck”, or “being nervous”. 
18 percent of students endorsed their failure to external attribution; they don’t take responsibility for 
failing the test, but rather blamed failures on other causes and not to themselves. No distinction was found 
about gender attribution as referred by Chaudhary (2011), that girls are more likely to attribute poor 
performance to their own on lack of ability whereas, boys are more likely to blame uncontrollable factors 
such as luck. More research is needed to clarify the relationships, if there is any, between external 
attribution and the impacts they make on student’s academic achievement.  
 Four students expressed their feeling that something that they cannot change, like luck, was the 
main cause of failing the test, but they will keep trying expecting better luck next time. 
 Following the recommendation of Vockell (2001), as mentioned by Arbic (2009), teachers must 
encourage students to be more persistent in their academic endeavours, convincing them that it is more 
productive for students to believe that their own actions rather that external circumstances results in 
success or failure. Talking to students about increasing self-esteem and enhancing their expectation for 
success, in a similar manner to the motivational pregame speech of the coach, can be very helpful to build 
up confidence and relieve some anxiety. It doesn’t take much for a teacher to deliver emotional speeches 
to encourage students to achieve their dreams for a degree and career success. 
 
 Conclusions 
 
Preparation for entering college is the first step towards career training; however few youth can 
gain entrance to their chosen public university. A survey was conducted to measure the anxiety level 
during the admission process to college. It was observed that too many students lack the preparation to 
cope with test anxiety. Most respondents don’t lost hope of being admitted to a public university even 
after failing the college admission exam once or twice. A course was designed that helps students to 
prepare explicitly for college entrance examinations and provide support with several speeches to help 
them improve their self-esteem and for reducing test anxiety level. The results of this paper are 
particularly informative in light of the stress that students experience during the admission process. This 
study reveals that there is a difference in anxiety amount girls and boys that can affect test results; girls 
are more worrisome than boys. Negative thinking about being a NiNi -an unfair label for young people 
denied the chance to succeed- is one of main factor for test anxiety. It was found that age is a factor of 
coping with stress, as boys and girls mature they become less vulnerable to test anxiety. It has become 
apparent that girls do better than boys at school, take school more seriously, are more persistent, more 
worrisome, and are admitted in college at a slightly younger age than boys. We need further studies to 
identify and interpret the impact of test anxiety on students. Teachers should use all appropriate means to 
provide guidance that can help students to cope with anxiety. Furthermore, teachers must be prepared to 
deliver convincing speeches, which motivate students about the strategies for coping with stress, and 
better be able to persuade them that better and longer learning is an absolute necessity. 
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